
Happy employees = 
successful business:
4 strategies to 
implement today
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Seventy-five percent 

of Americans say that a 

retirement plan is one of the 

most important benefits and 

incentives. 

Keeping employees happy and engaged can be a struggle, and the high costs 
of replacing employees if they leave don’t exactly make the process any easier. 
One recent study found that it costs an average of 21.4 percent of an individual’s 
salary to replace them once they leave. In high-turnover industries, this can 
equate to a very large sum over time. 

Fortunately, there are many things an employer can do to increase employee 
loyalty and satisfaction. The following are four such strategies you can begin 
deploying right now.

1. OFFER THIS KEY BENEFIT 

Seventy-five percent of Americans say that a retirement plan is one of the 
most important benefits and incentives. Unfortunately, a lot of oversight and 
administration is involved in having a retirement plan, especially when your 
plan is on the smaller side (around $1 million - $10 million in assets under 
management). Paying an investment advisor to service your plan is costly and 
you want to make sure your plan is getting the attention it deserves.

That’s why you might want to consider enrolling your plan in a multiple 
employer plan (MEP). A MEP pools the resources of multiple retirement plans 
into one large plan providing more buying power and a shift of responsibilities, 
since the MEP would take care of recordkeeping, administration and investment 
advisory and management. 

Enrolling in a MEP will also provide your investment advisor with more time 
to interact with you and the plan participants. Here’s why that’s important: 
employees may not be familiar or comfortable with their savings mechanisms, 
so when it comes down to saving for their child’s college education, for 
example, or funding their 401(k), the 401(k) may be put on the backburner. 
Participating in a MEP means the advisor will have more time to counsel 
participants on the value of a retirement savings plan.
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To help you receive exactly 

what you want, there’s an 

easy and convenient Internet-

based platform to guide 

you through an enrollment 

meeting via customized video 

presentations.

Here’s a step-by-step action plan to find out if a MEP strategy is right for you and 
your employees: 

1. Consider your alternatives. 

You might already be exploring options to reduce your plan cost. Aside from a 
MEP, there are many different platforms for your retirement plan, such as: 

a. One with lots of bells and whistles, but is expensive.
b. One that’s part of a large nationwide organization that offers lower cost, but 

less personal attention.
c. One that’s streamlined, but maybe does not offer the specific parameters 

your plan requires. 

Regarding “c”: this is why many administrators look to MEPs. Different 
MEPs cater to different needs, but they all offer the same overall benefit to 
administrators and beneficiaries. 

2. Clear any hurdles that might prevent you from participating in a MEP.

There may be some complexities in your current plan design that certain MEPs 
might not be able to accommodate: complexities such as the prevailing wage 
contribution, or a plan covering both union and non-union employees with 
different contribution rates for those groups. You’ll want to work with someone 
who understands the unique needs of your organization and industry. 

3. Develop communications tactics to let your employees know about the benefits 
of their plan participating in a MEP. 

There are many benefits to MEPs that directly affect the participants. Here some 
points to share with your employees once your plan is participating in a MEP: 

• “Your retirement plan is now participating in a multiple employer plan 
(MEP). Our new MEP is able to lower our administration costs, and 
therefore puts money back in your pocket.”

• “Take comfort in the fact that the MEP has many different professionals 
managing it, including an investment advisor, plan administrator and 
independent third party trustee. All of these individuals are looking out 
specifically for the needs of the plan participants.”  

• “To help you receive exactly what you want, there’s an easy and convenient 
Internet-based platform to guide you through an enrollment meeting via 
customized video presentations.” 
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Quick (15 minutes), open 

discussions help build 

rapport. Issues can reveal 

themselves – and sometimes 

even resolve themselves – 

over a casual cup of coffee.

2. NURTURE EMPLOYEES 

Employee development is like gardening. With proper care and commitment, 
things will thrive. Help your employees grow by emphasizing feedback and 
learning. 

Communication and relationships

Ongoing feedback matters because we want to know what’s expected of 
us and we appreciate others’ interest in our success. Train managers early 
on to effectively give and receive feedback. Ways to enhance feedback and 
development include:

• Letting people create their S.M.A.R.T. (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, 
Realistic and Timely) goals:

• Where do they want to spend work time?
• What do they love professionally?
• What opportunities are worth pursuing?
• What projects allow them to live the organization’s values?

• Using a performance management system to track progress, document 
goals and more

• Rewarding wins

• Money
• Recognition
• Time off

• Keeping everyone accountable

• Talk regularly
• Adapt goals when needed
• Push people to succeed, and correct their behavior/performance if 

needed

Be sure to have “face time” often. Quick (15 minutes), open discussions help 
build rapport. Issues can reveal themselves – and sometimes even resolve 
themselves – over a casual cup of coffee. 

Bench strength
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A strong leadership pipeline 

requires transparency about 

success at every level of the 

organization. 

Your organization’s leadership pipeline is as vital as its sales pipeline. To groom 
leaders, help them be successful on impactful projects. Two ways to achieve this 
include training and advancement.

Training

Sometimes, in-house training is the most effective and cost-effective option. 
It’s a good choice for the feedback training we discussed in the preceding 
“Communication and relationships” segment because of its interpersonal and 
organization-specific nature. But consider outside trainers, too: while they might 
differ stylistically from in-house trainers, they have specific expertise and are 
objective. Outside trainers tend to be more effective at leadership training and 
technical subjects.

Obviously, organizations must balance learning with operations. Use these 
guiding questions to help find your “right mix.”

• What information should be pushed?
• What can be made available for on-demand access?
• What can be omitted?

Advancement

A strong leadership pipeline requires transparency about success at every level 
of the organization. People need a clear vision on their growth. That’s why, 
generally speaking, you need to be deliberate with advancement processes. For 
key positions, the process should be extensive:

1. Nominate individuals via an executive team
2. Conduct due diligence (interviews, performance review)
3. Vote on the candidate(s) following interviews (voters depend on position 

being considered)
4. Review the candidate with an executive committee
5. Review the candidate by management

Advancement decisions are important – a comprehensive process provides 
substantial vetting.

And don’t ignore the future. Thinking about successors should be pervasive for 
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Family Business Institute data 

indicates only 30 percent 

of family and closely-held 

businesses survive to the 

second generation, 12 

percent to the third, and 

3 percent to the fourth or 

beyond.

every leader, especially owners. Regularly ask yourself:

• What are my/our future plans? 
• Who can take over? 
• What am I/are we doing now to help future leaders? 
• How will I/we provide for a smooth leadership transition?

Make succession planning a priority. Your organization’s continued success 
demands attention to future leadership. There’s more on this in our third 
section, “Plan for the Future.”

3. PLAN FOR THE FUTURE 

Family Business Institute data indicates only 30 percent of family and closely-
held businesses survive to the second generation, 12 percent to the third, and 3 
percent to the fourth or beyond. A big reason? Failure to prepare for changes in 
personnel and the business overall. 

Fortunately, avoiding that fate is possible with comprehensive strategic 
planning that covers all aspects of your business. Top considerations include 
attracting/retaining key people, succession planning and overall risk 
management.

Compensation

People are business’  lifeblood. Recruiting and keeping top individuals over time 
requires good overall compensation planning.

C-level

For people crucial to your business, offer highly-configurable benefits tied to 
important metrics (e.g., profit).

• Non-qualified plans: defer compensation, craft unique bonuses, lower 
taxes

• Stock appreciation rights / phantom stock: equity-like stake without 
giving up stock

• Employee stock ownership plan: engage employees with a firm-specific 
savings vehicle
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Have everyone (especially 

leaders) set three to five 

developmental S.M.A.R.T. 

goals to capitalize on the 

greatest opportunities that 

also help the company.

Concierge-like services help too. Consider offering top managers financial 
planning and legal and tax help. It takes a lot off their plates and enables higher 
focus.

Future Leadership

Succession planning is vital for small firms - and unfortunately, it’s often 
overlooked. Owners must identify and develop leaders to eventually steer the 
ship. If not, worry and fear about the future can run amok. 

To help groom your firm’s future leaders, emphasize mentoring and aligning 
development with daily work.

Mentorship

Mentoring effectively bequeaths company knowledge, while also revealing 
character. It allows the mentor the opportunity to smooth any of the mentee’s 
“rough edges” as they relate to the firm’s culture or core values (more on core 
values in the next section, “Strong foundations”). This effort ideally helps forge 
strong relationships along the way.

Try involving three generations (senior leader, emerging leader, 2-year+ 
professional) in executive meetings. The younger set will absorb the firm’s 
thought process and vision, understanding “how it really works.” And senior 
leaders often benefit from fresh thinking and different perspectives.

Growth/work alignment

Congruency between professional development and the firm’s business 
objectives can create a virtuous growth cycle throughout the business. Have 
everyone (especially leaders) set three to five developmental S.M.A.R.T. goals to 
capitalize on the greatest opportunities that also help the company. These goals 
should drive daily work and be discussed regularly.

Everybody wins with ongoing dialogue about performance and development, 
so be intentional about it. Transparency and open communication are key – 
information begets engagement.
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To ready yourself for a sale, 

start early, because it can 

take years. Examine your 

retirement/post-sale needs, 

then reverse engineer to 

establish price and timing 

start points. 

Transitioning ownership

“Who’s next” goes beyond the C-suite, as shareholders must also plan for how 
stakes transfer and what life will be like post-sale.

To ready yourself for a sale, start early, because it can take years. Examine your 
retirement/post-sale needs, then reverse engineer to establish price and timing 
start points. And remember – a growing company is more attractive (and 
valuable) than one trending downward.

If you’re philanthropic, consider allocating part of the company to charity. The 
sale proceeds fund the charity’s donation and you’ll avoid the personal tax 
liability.

Managing risk

Risk abounds, but a healthy awareness of it offers several benefits for owners, 
both while active in the business and after a sale.

For instance, well-maintained financial records are one of the best risk 
deterrents. They provide clarity, making it easier to spot issues and better 
manage the business. Plus, valuation and due diligence are smoother with good 
records.

MEP participation also manages risk by removing the organization’s fiduciary 
responsibility. It saves time and money by avoiding litigation and labor-related 
complaints.

For owners, post-sale risk management means shifting mindsets. It’s often a big 
hurdle because many owners have long equated big growth with big risk. But 
after the sale, asset protection is the priority.

4. STRONG FOUNDATIONS 

A company’s foundation must be strong in order to enable the greatest 
possible growth. Setting that strong foundation begins the moment your 
employees arrive on their first day – and grows stronger throughout their time 
at the company. There are four ways you can make sure your own company’s 
foundation is as strong as possible: via an effective onboarding process, by 
ensuring your employees enjoy the proper work/life balance, by regularly 
soliciting feedback, and by creating a positive culture.
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Trust people to perform and 

hold them accountable. They 

were hired for a reason; let 

them use their skills.

Let’s look at each of these one-by-one:

Onboarding

Companies cement their first impressions during the onboarding process. That 
is, the process whereby they welcome new employees into the fold.

Here’s a tip: focus on one question – what do you want them to tell their family 
about when they get home after that first day? It’s likely you don’t want them 
going on about the giant piles of paperwork they needed to fill out. Instead, 
make them feel good about joining your team. Consistently highlight what 
makes your company great. Stay away from work tasks. Instead, share your 
company’s story, focusing on organizational culture and values. And make sure 
you’re prepared to receive this new team player – they’re not the only one who 
should have to worry about making a good first impression. You do, too.

Balance

Modern life is a blend of our work and personal lives; there is rarely separation 
between the two. Companies whose policies and procedures reflect that fact 
tend to have more productive employees who experience higher engagement 
levels. 

A current trend in the professional world is to offer employees a flexible work 
schedule, which many find to be the cornerstone of overall balance. Empower 
people through clear performance expectations (i.e., “Here’s what I expect of 
you ...”) and autonomy. Let them manage their days, work approach, hours, 
start/stop time and so on.

Trust people to perform and hold them accountable. They were hired for a 
reason; let them use their skills.

Soliciting feedback

If employees know their voices are being heard, they’ll likely invest themselves 
in the business. You can demonstrate this by conducting an annual survey, 
asking questions that align with corporate values. For instance, if a goal is to 
dominate a product category, ask how to make it happen. Consolidate and 
analyze the results to form an action plan aimed at leveraging strengths and 
closing gaps. Don’t delay in taking action once the feedback is provided. If you 
conduct a survey in the fourth quarter, make sure you can act on its lessons the 
following quarter.
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Culture drives everything an 

organization does, and the 

organization’s core values are 

its cultural cornerstone. 

On a micro level, be dedicated to understanding what’s going on and letting 
people know where they stand. Hold four or more meetings per year on career 
goals, challenges and such. Recognize wins, remove obstacles and discuss 
performance. Good questions to ask during such meetings include:

• What’s working? What isn’t?
• How can we help you more?
• What do you want to learn?
• How do you like to be rewarded?

These “feedback loops” enhance company relationships and reflect a strong 
culture with open communication. 

Core values

Culture drives everything an organization does, and the organization’s core 
values are its cultural cornerstone. So everyone must understand the company’s 
values and how to live them. 

That’s why you’ll want to accentuate your company’s values early, certainly 
within the first 90 days of employment, and weave messaging about culture 
into training, events, leader functions, reviews – everything. One tip for making 
the messaging stick: have your employees identify what the company’s values 
specifically mean to them. 

CONCLUSION

The notion of keeping your employees satisfied and engaged may not be 
simple, but by enacting any or all of the aforementioned action items in your 
workplace, you’ll likely experience an uptick in employee satisfaction over time 
– resulting in decreased turnover and a stronger bottom-line. Involve associates 
as soon as they start and implement any feedback you receive to bring to life 
a corporate culture that engages employees and instills the loyalty that’s so 
important to your organization. 
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